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Landing of the NORGE 

The landing of the first airship to cross the North Pole from one continent to fs 
another occurred at Teller, Alaska on May 13, 1926. In 1983, a bronze plaque , 
was commissioned by the Cook Inlet Historical Society and the Alaska State Divi- — 
sion of Tourism. It bears this inscription: 
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LANDING SITE OF THE AIRSHIP ““NORGE” N-1 


On 13 May 1926, the NORGE, first airship 
to fly over the North Pole from Europe to— 
America, landed at Teller, Alaska. Italian 
designer, Commander Umberto Nobile, 
Norwegian explorer, Roald Amundsen, 


LANDING SITE OF THE AIRSHIP 
“NORGE” N-! 


ON 3 MAY.1926, THE NORGE, FIRST AIRSHIP, TO FLY 


WB OVER THE NORTH POLE FROM EUROPE TO AMERICA, 
"LANDED AT TELLER, ALASKA. ITALIAN DESIGNER, 


COMMANDER UMBERTO NOBILE, NORWEGIAN 
EXPLORER ROALD AMUNDSEN, AMERICAN EXPLORER 


He LINCOLN ELLSWORTH, 13 CREW MEWBERS AND A. 


‘DOG LEFT SPITSBERGEN, NORWAY ON 1) MAY 


HE 1926. FLAGS OF ITALY, NORWAY, AND THE UNITEO 
“STATES ‘WERE DROPPED OVER THE NORTH POLE. 


ARTER! NEARLY 71 HOURS OF NON-STOP FLIGHT, 


American explorer, Lincoln Ellsworth, 13 crew | 
members and a dog left Spitsbergen on 11 | 
May 1926. Flags of Italy, Norway and the 
United States were dropped over the North 


Pole. After nearly 71 hours of non-stop flight, 
the NORGE landed by this spot. 


A registered historic site marker placed by : 
the Cook Inlet Historical Society of An- : 
chorage, Alaska and the Alaska Division of} 
Tourism 1983. 


BtHE NORGE t LANDEQ BY THIS SPOT. 


A seeming discrepancy on the departure and landing dates, compared to the | 
length of flight, is explained by the use of local times at Spitsbergen and Teller — 


respectively. According to Greenwich Meridian Time, the airship departed on May — 
11 and landed at Teller on May 14. | 


History of the NORGE Flight 


In 1924, Roald Amundsen and Lincoln Ellsworth attempted to be the first to reach | 
the North Pole by airplane. They left Spitsbergen, Norway, with small crews on 
two Dornier flying boats. Not able to complete the flight, they returned to the — 
starting base. 


Their interest was still great concerning a polar flight and, hearing that the Italian — 
dirigible N-1 might be available, they negotiated to purchase it for an expedition 
which would cross the North Pole from Europe to North America. The Norwegian _ 
Aero Club lent its support to the venture. 

The dirigible N-1 had been designed by Colonel Umberto Nobile, who was also — 
interested in the possibilities of polar exploration by aircraft. Colonel Nobile was 
also chosen to command the craft on the expedition. 


The Flight over the North Pole 


The NORGE lifted off from King’s Bay at 8:55 a.m. on May 11, 1926. 

At exactly 1:30 a.m., May 12, they reached the North Pole. Nobile brought the 
NORGE down to less than 700 feet above the ice and slowed the engines. Amund- 
sen dropped the Norwegian flag, then Ellsworth released the Stars and Stripes, 
and finally Nobile dropped the Italian flag. The flags were fastened to poles so 
they descended beautifully and the steel points penetrated into the ice. 


The route of the airship “Norge” N-1 from 
King’s Bay, Spitsbergen, to Alaska, 1926. 


From the North Pole, they entered unexplored air space. They flew in sunshine 
until 9 a.m. GMT, May 12, when they encountered fog. They rose over 3,000 feet 
to get in the clear. The fog caused ice to form rapidly on the NORGE. The icicles 


bedecking the ship were beautiful but hazardous. Pieces of ice broke loose, struck 
against the propellers and were thrown against the covering, threatening to tear it. 

At 6:45 a.m., GMT, May 13, the fog cleared somewhat and they sighted the North 
American coast, west of Barrow. As they passed over Wainwright, the inhabitants 
came out to wave at the ship. 


At Cape Lisburne, they again entered fog and had to rise above it to clear any © 
hidden mountains. There they encountered their worst weather. A furious gale | 
blew from the north and they were driven on for hours, surrounded by fog. At | 
6 p.m., GMT, they found themselves near Cape Serdze Damen on the Siberian 
coast. Turning east, they arrived near Kivalina, on the north side of Kotzebue Sound, 
by 11 p.m. and proceeded along the coast. The wind became stronger and tossed 
the ship about. | 


Meanwhile, they prepared to land. Amundsen had sailed through this area dur-. 
ing his voyages, so he acted as navigator. At 7 a.m., GMT, May 14 (8 p.m., May 
13, by local time at Teller), they spotted a site with a few houses. Ainoteh this. 
wasn't their planned landing site, they agreed that a landing should be attempted. 


As they descended, the gusts suddenly stopped and they gently eased down | 
onto the ice. The gondola was supplied with an enormous air fender which ab- | 
sorbed the shock. 


The population of the town gathered at the spot and most of them lent a hand, 
holding the anchor rope. 


“Norge”, Landing at Teller, Alaska. 


The N-1, rechristened NORGE, was small enough for a private expedition, yet 
was strong and airworthy, with almost the cruising range of a Zeppelin. 

Adaptations were made to prepare the ship for polar flight. A rebuilt nose enabled 
‘it to be fastened to a mooring mast. Such luxuries as the deluxe cabin, passenger 
salon, washroom, and bedroom were discarded, leaving a plain, comfortless cabin 


and a much lighter ship. 


The NORGE left Rome on April 10, 1926, flew over France, and landed at Pulham, 
England 32 hours and 20 minutes later. It departed Pulham on April 13, stopping 
briefly at Oslo, Norway, and landing at Gatchina, Russia (near Leningrad) on April 
14. This flight lasted 42 hours and 5 minutes. The expedition had a prolonged 
stopover at Gatchina, as the structures being built for it at King’s Bay on Svalbard 


Seated from left: Roald Amundsen, Lincoln Ellsworth, Umberto Nobile with mascot dog, 


‘Titina’, and the crew. 


Island (Spitsbergen) were not yet ready. The expedition members used the time 
by inspecting engines, repairing a ring in the tail that had broken over northern 


France, and receiving thousands of visitors. 
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Preparations to receive the airship at King’s Bay were completed early in May, 
and on May 5, the NORGE continued on to this last stop on European soil, a flight 
of 45 hours and 20 minutes. 

A roofless hanger had been built at King’s Bay to receive the NORGE. Enough 
supplies were loaded to sustain the 16 members of the expedition for 50 days. 

The 16 who participated in the expedition (nine Norwegians, six Italians, and 
one American) were: 


Expediton leaders: 
Roald Amundsen, Norwegian 
Lincoln Ellsworth, American 

Umberto Nobile, Italian 


Norwegians: Italians: 
Hjalmar Riiser-Larsen, navigator Natale Cecioni, chief engineer 
Emil Horgen, helmsman Attilio Caratti, assistant engineer 
Oscar Wisting, helmsman Vincenzo Pomella, assistant engineer 
Birger Gottwaldt, radioman Renato Alessandrini, rigger 
Fritz Storm-Johnson, radioman Ettore Arduino, rigger 


Frederick Ramm, journalist 
Finn Malmgren, meteorologist 
* Oscar Omdal, engine mechanic 


Also accompanying them was Titina, Nobile’s small terrier, as mascot. 


The Expedition Leaders 


Roald Amundsen, born in Borge, Norway on July 16, 1872, had prepared himself 
for the arduous life of an Arctic explorer since his youth. Among his many ex- 
ploits in Arctic and Antarctic waters prior to the NORGE expedition, two 
achievements stand out: Amundsen had been the first person to succeed in 
transversing the Northwest Passage by ship and the first to reach the South Pole. 

Lincoln Ellsworth, born in Chicago, Illinois in 1885, was the son of a wealthy 
coal-mine owner. He became fascinated with exploration as a boy and, despite 
the opposition of his father, pursued this ambition in Peru, in the southwestern 
United States, and in the Arctic and Antarctic regions. He had proven his physical 
and mental abilities to cope with Arctic conditions during an attempted flight to 
the North Pole with Amundsen in 1924, which stranded them on the ice pack 
for about a month. Ellsworth helped to finance that expedition and the NORGE 
polar flight. 

Umberto Nobile, native of Lauro (Avellino), Italy, an engineer, later General of 
the Italian Air Force (Engineering Corps) and university professor, designed many 
semi-rigid airships for the Italian and Russian governments. Two of his airships were 
involved in polar flights: the NORGE N-1 and the ITALIA N-4. 
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The explorers and crew opened the gondola door, jumped onto the ice, and 
discovered they had arrived in Teller, a settlement of 55 people, about 90 miles 
from Nome. In slightly less than 71 hours, the NORGE had covered 3,300 land 
‘miles. 
_ Shortly after the landing, the NORGE was deflated and then it was dismantled. 
‘Portions of the rubberized covering were kept by Teller residents for souvenirs. 
The rest was to be shipped back to Italy. However, on its way through the United 
States, souvenir hunters took almost all the parts, so great was the enthusiasm over 
the first polar flight. One of the three nacelles for the motors was saved. It is now 
in the Museo della Scienze e della Tecnica at Milan. One Mayback motor is in 
the Museo Storico Aeronautica Militare at Vigna di Valle, near Rome. Colonel 
‘Nobile saved several items, such as navigational instruments, from the pilot’s cabin, 
along with the propeller. These are on exhibit at the museum at Vigna di Valle. 
The fame of the expedition prompted its commemoration in the form of curios 
— engraved brooches, ivory items and other souvenirs. In Alaska, some of these 
-commemoratives are preserved at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, museum 
_and the Sitka museum. 


| The Plaque Project 

One of the goals of the Cook Inlet Historical Society is to promote interest in 
JAlaska’s past. In accordance with this ideal, the Society had a plaque made in 
1974, commemorating the landing of the NORGE at Teller. Society members Mr. 
and Mrs. Howard Burkher and their son, Gordon, went to Teller to place the marker 
‘on the Muller warehouse, where the parts of the NORGE had been stored prior 
to shipping. 

In April 1973, Mrs. Burkher had interviewed Meta Muller during a Society pro- 
gram on the NORGE landing. Ms. Muller was a schoolgirl at Teller when the air- 
ship made its historic landing. She gave her permission to place the plaque on 
the Muller property. The plaque was designated a registered historic site marker, 
‘sponsored by the Cook Inlet Historical Society and the Alaska Travel Division. 

In 1982, the Society received information that the plaque was in poor condi- 
tion because of weather. Also, there were errors on the original, as some of the 
accounts published after the flight had given the impression that the NORGE had 
flown again under the name ITALIA. However, further investigation has indicated 
that this was not the case. 

_ The Society replaced the plaque with a bronze casting. The Division of Tourism, 

State of Alaska, joined the project, furnishing a matching grant. 

_ Dr. Gertrude Nobile, widow of the airship designer and commander, supplied 

biographical material and information about the airship and flight, as well as some 

rare reference books and other contributions. 

Mary J. Barry, Vice President of the Society, chaired the project, performed 
research and writing for the plaque and brochure, and made arrangements for 
the casting and placement of the plaque. 

Richard E. Barry made line drawings for the plaque designers and casters. 

Robert Blodgett and his son, Richard, of Teller, contributed the structure and 
placement of the NORGE plaque on a site near the landing at Teller. 


